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This research aims to compare the form of language assessment in secondary education 
between China and the UK. The education in the UK and China has been different in many 
aspects, there are difference in educational ideology, view on personnel; difference in exam 
system; and difference on the extent of emphasising individual difference and cultivate creative 
ability. These differences are the result of a range of factors including their different 
educational context and culture tradition, which reflect the problem of educational system in 
each country. Each system has its strength and weakness, and received both criticism and 
credits, by comparing them we can identify the characters of the education ideology in each, 
and make a better understanding though analysis. This research is going to take a insightful 
look into the differences between the assessment in each country and evaluate their education 
context through the comparison, and suggest for the prospect. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
This research aims to compare the form of language assessment in secondary education 
between China and the UK. The education in the UK and China has been different in many 
aspects, there are difference in educational ideology, view on personnel; difference in exam 
system; and difference on the extent of emphasizing individual difference and cultivate creative 
ability (Wang, 2017). These differences are the result of a range of factors including their 
different educational context and culture tradition, which reflect the problem of educational 
system in each country. Each system has its strength and weakness, and received both criticism 
and credits, by comparing them we can identify the characters of the education ideology in each, 
and make a better understanding though analysis. This research is going to take a insightful 
look into the differences between the assessment in each country and evaluate their education 
context through the comparison, and suggest for the prospect. 
Research Questions: 
What are the differences and similarities between language assessment in China and the UK? 
How the teachers and students perceive these different/similar features? 
How are these features relate to the educational context in each country? 
What development can be made upon the assessment in each country?  
This research will investigate the differences between the form of language assessment in 
China and the UK through Zhongkao English and GCSE Chinese in particular, and  analyse 
how the educational context could explain the differences, the focus of the test and the teaching 
goal behind the assessments, and the purpose for the assessment. In order to make the 
comparison, interviews and questionnaires are carried out to collect first-hand reflections from 
the students and the teachers. 
Further analysis will be made regarding how these differences in assessment could potentially 
influence the students, in relations to their abilities and characters. Possible changes will be 
suggested at the end as a result of learning from each other. 
1.1 The Context 
In China: 
 
Zhao (2018) has identified a number of reasons for the problems of the current language 
assessment in China: large class sizes, staffing shortages, need for learning autonomy appeal to 
learner-centred teaching methods. (Zhao, 2018, p.3). First of all, the population of the class and 
the imbalanced staff-student ratio form the basic condition of the educational context in China. 
‘In most schools the population of the students is above 300, there are even some extra-large 
primary and secondary schools with a population over 7000.’ (Xiao, 2018). Secondly, ‘The 
Chinese educational context is well known for its examination-driven and teacher-centred 
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pedagogy’ (Berry, 2011). This tradition of pedagogy has hindered the development of learner-
centred teaching methods. Together these factors led to the quality problem in Chinese 
education which has been criticised as in lack of critical thinking, and weak in developing 
practical, communicative skill, etc. It has been commented by Woronove (2008) that: 
‘The national system serves for a huge population, whereas ‘the concept of ‘suzhi’ 
(quality), conceived as a direct trade-off for population quantity. At its most basic and 
popular conceptualization, the argument says that ‘quality of the population can rise 
only when quantity goes down’’. (Woronov, 2008, p.405).  
Also, traditional tests have been soundly criticized as biased and unfair to minority students 
(Hulbert, 2018), as assessments have been used to label students and put them in dead end 
tracks. Additionally, students in China are also under pressure from high expectation from their 
families, as the One Child Policy has constructed the social environment that each child is 
unique in the family and therefore they are expected to perform really well in the exams, go to 
high-ranking universities, etc. 
From above, the difficulty for the assessment in the context of China are respectively mass 
population, teacher-centred exam tradition and the high expectation from family caused by the 
social environment, which has led to the intensive competition among students. Possible 
solutions are that to balance the teaching quality among schools and eliminate the inequality of 
teaching resources, and with the aid of off-school clubs to assist learnings at school, to relieve 
the competition pressure upon the assessments. After all, to reduce the pressure and high 
competitiveness upon the assessments, the condition for the wider context is to develop the 
national strength, enhance teaching resources, manage the huge population, and improve the 
social and educational context overall. 
For the development of the assessment, to deviate from a text-based exam-oriented nature, 
changes could be made to involve more communicative practice and to improve the design of 
assessment and shift the focus to more practical content, which is going to be investigate later 
in the research, and analysis will be made based on the findings. 
On the other hand, the UK context:  
In terms of social environment, it is a very different situation in the UK compared to China, it is 
not the only choice for the students in the UK to go to the university, they can alternatively 
choose vocational education and there is less family pressure behind their academic results, as 
for them, a good job may require more of a specific skills rather than high marks: 
‘In continued education, the UK has provided the vocational education which benefits 
individual for controlling a professional skill. The welfare policy in the UK is quite 
rich, the income of a skilled worker could be higher than white collars. Therefore, 
university and the A-level exams is not the only pathway to ‘a good life’ in the 
understanding of English people….’ (Wang, 2017). 
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Also, there is a rather large difference in the scale of school and the population of the class 
between China and the UK. The population of the school is relatively small in the UK: ‘The 
setting scale of the primary and secondary schools are generally small, commonly a school has 
300-500 people, it would count as a big school for above 1000 people; The population of the 
class is mostly around 25, at the most not over 30, a class over 30 would be illegal.’(Xiao, 
2018). Therefore less population implies less competition, and the educational context in the 
UK is in general more relaxed that in China. 
However, the assessment in the UK is under a reform getting closer to a more Chinese-like 
style exam system: 
For A-level, the final result was previously decided by the two exams of AS and A2, 
it’s now reforming towards the one-off exam system of China. This reform, is said to 
let students make better connection of the knowledge points for AS and 
A2….(liuxueyingguo，2016) 
Furthermore, the language assessment in the UK tends to change the formation to have less 
coursework/controlled assessment and make it an overall exam instead, as ‘The new 9-1 
grading system will replace A*-G, and there will no longer be any controlled assessment.  
("Edexcel GCSE Chinese (2017) | Pearson qualifications", 2018). 
In terms of language assessment, it has been criticised that there is a decline in GCSE language 
since it has been made a non-compulsory subject: 
In the intervening years since the Labour government's disastrous decision to drop 
languages as a compulsory subject at GCSE came into effect, there has been a drastic 
decline in the number of students taking languages beyond Key Stage three (Osborne, 
2017)  
It is also a fact that, a considerable proportion of students learn language courses at Sunday 
schools, where the classes tend to be less formal and irregular attendance has been reported as 
an issue.  
A possible solution for these issues within the education system of the UK is to impose more 
regulations and improve the standard of academic learning. This research is particularly looking 
at the language assessment, studying its issues and the related specifications, as a reflection of 
the wider application of the assessment in the UK and its educational context. 
1.2 Language assessment  
This research is going to study in particular Zhongkao English in China and GCSE English in 
the UK as the representation of the language assessments in China and the UK, the brief of 
Zhongkao and GCSE exam system are as follows: 
Zhongkao 
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The Senior High School Entrance examination is referred to as Zhongkao . It is the academic 
examination held in the People's Republic of China to admit junior high school graduates. The 
examination is a must for entrance into educational institutions at senior high school level. 
(China education, 2018) 
The Zhongkao is a summative assessment of the 9 year compulsory education in China. Around 
90% of junior highs school graduates continue their study wherein half attend the senior high 
schools and the other half are part of secondary vocational schools, according to the Ministry of 
Education (2010). The results of the Zhongkao decide if students go to senior high school, 
ordinary senior high school or vocational school. (Chinaeducation, 2018) 
GCSE (Chinese) 
GCSEs (General Certificates of Secondary Education) are the main qualifications taken by 14- 
to 16-year-olds in schools and colleges in England, Wales and Northern Ireland. GCSEs are 
usually studied full time, taking two years to complete, however adult learners can take evening 
classes or teach themselves. There are no formal entry requirements and no age limits for 
GCSEs. ("About Edexcel GCSEs | Pearson qualifications", 2018) 
GCSE Chinese allows students to develop their ability to communicate with Chinese native 
speakers in both speech and writing. Students will study across a variety of contexts relevant to 
their age and interests and will also develop a greater awareness of the culture of Chinese-
speaking communities and countries. ("Edexcel GCSE Chinese (2017) | Pearson qualifications", 
2018). 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 
This review of literature summarizes the most recent and relevant literatures regarding foreign 
language assessments and issues with regard to the educational context in China and the UK, 
and present the current knowledge in relation to the research questions.  
2.1 Background 
The educational context in China and the UK are different in a number of aspects. Firstly in 
educational ideologies and views on personnel, ‘the UK stressed more on education in fostering 
people’s interest, inspire people’s potential, and develop people’s value in living skills’ (Wang, 
2017), On the other hand, ‘China emphasis more on the instrumental value of education, and 
locate the value of education on ‘get into a good university, find a good job’, (Wang, 2017), 
based on the educational context of China, a good university degree is needed to find a decent 
job among the crowds of graduates, thus it led to the exam-oriented education, and neglection 
of the fundamental education to promote people’s development.  
Secondly the education in two countries is different on the extent of emphasising individual 
difference and cultivate creative ability. In China, the education has been criticised as it ‘limit 
creative thinking and divergent thinking, from primary school to secondary school, all the 
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schools adopt the unified textbook issued by the Ministry of Education.’ As it has been asserted 
by Xiao (2018), the theoretical basis of the educational idea for primary and secondary school 
lies in Marxism, as the guiding ideology. ‘But, for many years the educational idea seems to 
stress ‘elite education’ and ‘exam-model’, where ‘An exam determines the fate’ with unified 
selection of personnels, emphasis the grasp and learning of knowledge and judge the level by 
marks’ (Xiao, 2018). 
Whereas in the UK, its education has been given credit as it stresses individual development 
and the self-consciousness and practical skills, ‘In the UK there is no unified textbook, the 
teachers design the teaching content on their own according to the syllabus issued by the 
National Education Department…’ (Wang, 2017). The education in the UK aims at helping 
students to develop individual ability as much as possible, and further cultivate these abilities 
to contribute to the society, its reality lies in postmodernism and constructivism. ‘This kind of 
educational idea encourages students not to blindly follow the authority, but learn to think 
independently and creatively as well as to cooperate with others.’ (Xiao, 2018).  
2.2 Ideologies and ‘Education for Quality’ Reform  
Woronov (2008) has investigated the idea of children’s ‘creativity’ in Beijing, associated with 
an education reform movement called ‘Education for Quality’, this reform has been regarded as 
a response to the critics of education in China, where ‘normally there is one ‘standard answer’, 
the closer it is to the ‘standard answer’, the more correct it is, otherwise it would be wrong, this 
has limited the students’ creativity’ (Wang, 2017). Therefore, a call for ‘suzhi jiaoyu’ was 
raised to increase students’ ‘creativity’, as a key to improving the nation’s education.  
The ‘suzhi jiaoyu’ (Education for Quality) reform in China covers all aspects of education in 
the broadest sense, including recommended changes in curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, 
homework, extracurricular activities etc(Levinson et al. 1996 p.401). The term suzhi jiaoyu 
originally appeared in educational journals in the early 1980s, to describe the various kinds of 
educational interventions and practices intended to raise the quality of schoolchildren 
(Woronove, 2008, p.406). By the early 1990s, the term was widely used among educators and 
applied to the wider social context that were intended to raise children’s quality. Finally, in 
June 1999, the Ministry of Education codified and standardized the education reform policies 
through a formal policy called Education for Quality:  
The concept of quality is a product of China’s reform era and is derived from the 
social, economic, and ideological transformations carried out there starting in the 
early 1980s.... China’s current exam system is thus not merely a relic of the ancient 
imperial exams, but instead is an important aspect of the ideology of the reform era 
(Woronove, 2008, p.404). 
People have perceived Education for Quality differently, as a teacher in Shanghai has 
understood, ‘Quality Education is to enhance the quality of Chinese citizens by focusing on 
imparting to children an accurate and scientific view of the living world while nurturing in 
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them desirable attitudes toward life and the social values’(Levinson et al. 1996, p.406). It has 
been understood that ‘creativity’ is a central concept in the ‘Education for Quality’ reform. The 
very first page of the Education for Quality reform policy, issued by the Ministry of Education 
in 1999, says that the goal of the policy is to: 
‘take fostering creativity and raising students, practical ability as the central 
point…...move curriculum and pedagogy away from ‘exam-based’ education……...’ 
(Woronove, 2008, p.407-408). 
However, it has become problematic for the reform as ‘creativity’ is seen as a contested 
concept, as ‘creativity cannot be measured objectively, it can only be cultivated outside regular 
mainstream classes, and teachers relegate ‘creative thinking’ to non-academic subjects and 
extracurricular activities’(p.402) 
Another problem facing the ‘Education for Quality’ reform is the systemic challenge.The 
national system serves for a huge population, whereas ‘the concept of ‘suzhi’ (quality), 
conceived as a direct trade-off for population quantity. At its most basic and popular 
conceptualization, the argument says that ‘quality of the population can rise only when 
quantity goes down’(Woronove, 2008, p.405). This correlation between quality and quantity 
also applies to the educational system, as the curriculum and testing are designed for making 
the most of the quantity rather than quality, as the contradictions have been demonstrated in the 
Education for Quality document itself with the pushback of existing testing system and the 
standardized curriculum: 
‘On the one hand, the state says it wants teachers to de-emphasize memorization; on 
the other hand, it rations education and funnels all children through a harrowing 
testing regime. It wants creative students but mandates a standardized curriculum. It 
wants students to cooperate with each other and learn to be better citizens through 
additional civic engagement, but encourages ranking and competition through the 
testing system.’ (p.417) 
Woronov(2008) has argued that ‘although the concept of quality is hegemonic in China today, 
there is still no consensus on how to define the term, how to inculcate it in children, or how to 
transform education to produce higher quality children. The Education for Quality reforms are 
contested, contradictory, and are unevenly applied’ (p. 418). 
2.3 Assessment as an integral part of the instructional process 
Assessment may be defined as ‘the process of collecting data for the purposes of specifying and 
verifying problem and making decisions about learners. It involves referral, screening, 
classification, instructional planning, and progress; Black & Wiliam (1998:7).’ (Hulbert, 2018).  
 
Volume 15, No. 4 
40 
Sahinkarakas further elaborated the use of the assessment as ‘an integral part of the 
instructional process’ (Sahinkarakas, 2012, p.1787), he believed that it is very important for 
teachers to realise the use of assessment as an integral part of the instructional process and not 
to utilise it as ‘an evaluation device to determine students’ grades (Sahinkarakas, 2012, p.1787).  
Add on to his view, it is important to note that teachers are playing a key role in the ’washback’ 
effect of assessment (Rea-Dickens, 2004, p.252), as they are acting as the agents of the 
assessment. 
I agree with Sahinkaras’ argument that the assessment is ‘an integral part of the instructional 
process’, instead of ‘an evaluation device to determine students’ grade’, this concept could 
potentially illustrate some problems within the existing system of assessment in the UK and 
China, which I will further investigated in the later sections. 
There are a number of categories for assessment: 
Brown (2001) differentiates between summative, formative and Continuous assessment. 
According to OECD (2005), some other forms of assessment include peer assessment, self-
assessment and group assessment (Hulbert, 2018). For the purpose of this research, the 
summative assessment and formative assessment are identified and analysed. According to 
Brown’s differentiation, Formative assessment is the assessment strictly used to provide 
feedback to the student on their learning. It provides the student with advice on how to maintain 
and improve their progress, but should not form part of their summative grade or mark. Whilst 
Summative assessment is the assessment that is used to signify competence or that contributes 
to a student’s grade in a course, module, level or degree. (Hulbert, 2018).  
Sahinkaarakas has also interpreted the categories, in particular for language assessment. 
Language assessment as a formative tool are not limited in observing students’ linguistic 
proficiency, they are used as an integral part of learning process. As a summative tool the 
assessment shows the end product, and by grading the learners, provides an overview of 
students’ performance (Sahinkarakas, 2012). Sahinkarakas’s understanding has aligned with the 
definition of Brown’s for Formative and Summative assessment, he further illustrated that, 
drawing on Alderson’s interpretation, the language testing has rather been perceived more like 
a negative understanding of the summative assessment, as ‘something technical, secret, full of 
forbidding jargon, remote from teachers and teaching, and thus ignorant of the goals and the 
realities of the language classroom.’ (Alderson, 2005).  
This understanding of testing could well relate to what has been defined as ‘a quality 
large‐scale assessment program’ (ACSI, 2018), such as a nationally standardized test that is 
used across a school or region to assess students’ achievement. As the subject of the 
investigation in this research, both GCSE and Zhongkao could be understood as nationally 
standardized test, in the category of summative assessment, and this will be the focus of later 
discussion. 
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The exam system in China and the UK are quite different, nonetheless each of them are under 
own reform and the development potentially sees an elimination of their difference towards 
each other.  
In China, the traditional system adopts one-off exams which has determined that the teaching 
process has to unified students’ thinking, and cannot arrange autonomously. Thus, it has been 
criticized that ‘if the exam system stays unchanged, the teachers could not risk to develop the 
‘character’ of each student, and would not process a lot inspiring teaching…’(Wang, 2017).  
In the UK students will have to do GCSE and A-level. The A-level exam stipulate that for each 
course there are two exams every year, if the student is not satisfied with the result, he can resit 
it, this is different from the system which ‘One piece of exam paper decides the fate’ in China, 
as it can eliminate factors like unstable performance (Wang, 2017). 
Reforms has been implemented in both countries. For China, 2016 is the first year for Gaokao 
reform (the entrance exam for University). In summary it is : no division between humanity and 
science, ‘two tests once a year’ for foreign language (liuxueyingguo,2016), instead of the 
traditional one-off exams.  
On the other hand, in the UK, from July 2015 A-level has started the reform, the contents are: 
‘introduce more content from the university; A level exam become ‘once two years’, AS exam 
remains; AS result does not count into the final result of A-Level’ (liuxueyingguo,2016). 
Interestingly for A-level, the final result was previously decided by the two exams of AS and 
A2, it’s now reforming towards the one-off exam system of China.  
In sum, Gaokao is modelling from the free-selection system for courses in A level, let students 
to learn the subject they are really interested in; While A-level has modelled from the ‘one-off’ 
character of Gaokao, make the knowledge point of each subject better connected and organised. 
(liuxueyingguo,2016）. This is demonstrating a prospect that the exam system in China and the 
UK is under the development of modelling from each other, reducing the differences, and on a 
track of seeking the most rational system in their own context, while also reflecting the 
globalisation of education.   
2.4 Conflict between ‘a westernized method’ and the traditional Chinese method  
The Chinese educational context is well known for its examination-driven and teacher-centered 
pedagogy (Berry, 2011). The Assessment in schools of China is traditionally based on a 
Confucian heritage culture context. The Confucian discourse focuses on the study of classic 
texts, prioritises consequences to processes, and regards teachers as role models and students as 
bystanders or listeners (Scollon, 2003), or simply termed, a teacher-centered learning 
environment. 
There has been some evaluating and rethinking of the existing assessment through recent 
decades, among developments for new assessment forms, a popular one is the peer assessment. 
The development was under the promotion of Chinese authority, ‘The Minister of Education in 
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China was promoting the use of peer assessment for English language teaching in higher 
education, but little instruction was provided’ (Zhao, 2018). 
Peer assessment, as defined by Hu (2005), is the form of assessment involving learners in 
reading, critiquing and providing feedback on each other’s writing to improve immediate 
textual and writing competence over time (321-322). According to OECD (2005), peer 
assessment is used to estimate worth of other students work, and to give and receive feedback, 
it works best in formative assessment where students give each other feedback on words. It is 
perceived as ‘a westernized method’ over the traditional Chinese method of language 
assessment, ‘peer writing as the learning resource, emphasises process-approached learning, 
and encourages learners to get actively involved in learning.’(Zhao, 2018, p.3).  On the purpose 
to introduce peer assessment to the local context, Huahui Zhao (2018) has carried out a study 
which ‘investigated tertiary English writing tutors’ perceptions of the appropriateness of peer 
assessment for English as a Foreign Language writing in China…..’  
In Zhao’s study, 25 Chinese English writing tutors from five colleges and universities in two 
cities of China were invited to the interviews. The researcher (Zhao) has employed convenience 
and snowball sampling strategies and conducted semi-structured interviews in order to have a 
more depth, higher validity and dialogic discussions about peer assessment. The interview 
asked upon their understanding of peer assessment, their potential (un)use of peer assessment, 
and their perceived appropriateness of peer assessment for their EFL writing instruction. 
From the interviews, Zhao has found four reasons for the inappropriateness of peer assessment: 
the incompatibility of peer assessment with the examination-oriented education system, the 
lack of language proficiency of the learners, the lack of learners’ English learning motivation 
and the teacher-driven learning culture (Zhao, 2018, p.1).  
The first difficulty expressed by all the teachers is the incompatibility of peer assessment with 
the examination-oriented education system, as one of Zhao’s interviewee Ms Cheng has stated: 
‘The curriculum makes it impossible to use peer assessment. We don't have enough time to 
involve students in it because we must finish the teaching tasks in the syllabus within the 90-
min class time so that students could be ready for their exams’ (p.6). The reflections have 
demonstrated that exam-style assessments have been rigid and given little space for practice 
skills, and the exam system restricted use of peer assessments (Panadero & Brown, 2017). 
Therefore, the key for the development of peer assessment is to change the exam system. 
Also, conflict between learner-centered peer assessment and the existing teacher-driven 
learning culture is another problem in face. The students in China are accustomed to listening 
to the teachers and learning based on the knowledge delivered from the teacher, which had 
resulted in students lacking confidence and skills for giving peer feedback. Additionally, 
students lacked critical thinking, given the collectivist cultural context in China, as ‘China 
might refrain from giving critical comments to avoid tension and disagreement with peers and 
to maintain group harmony’ (Carson & Nelson 1994).  
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The third difficulty was teachers’ expertise and power relations between teachers and students. 
For teachers’ expertise, Zhao believed writing tutors need to  understand their roles in 
facilitating learning, this aligns with Liu and Carless (2006)’s theorem, that understanding peer 
assessment as peer grading can severely undermine the potential of peer feedback for 
improving student writing. E The writing tutors need to engage learners in discussing writing 
and feedback on it. Zhao also founded that ‘four interviewees from the vocational college and 
the small scale-university worried that the use of peer assessment could make their students 
consider them ‘being lazy’ in marking their work.’ (Zhao, 2018, p.9). This result matches Liu 
and Carless’s ‘disruption of power relations’ argument, as empowering students to judge peer 
writing could challenge the viewpoint of the teachers as the sole legitimate assessment agent on 
student work. (Liu & Carless, 2006) 
It can be understood from these findings that the role of teachers and the exam-oriented 
education system are the focal issues for the development of assessment. For the role of 
teachers, there has been a traditional culture in China that teachers mean the ‘authority’ and the 
sole legitimate assessment agent on students’ work, and teachers’ positive attitudes would 
increase the possible use of peer assessment (Panadero and Brown, 2017). Then most 
importantly, the examination-dominated tradition of the assessment, not only students judged 
by their exam marks, but also the criteria of a teacher’s teaching based on exam marks of 
students. Drawing on a realist view, that it is the self-interest of an actor which his actions are 
based on, so that as both the teachers and the students have their main interest directly related 
to the exam marks, understably they took a utilitarian approach in language learning. This 
utilitarian culture has partly constituted the context of Chinese educational system, in urge to 
see short-term effect and focus on the result rather than the process. This culture has hindered 
long-term development for one’s learning, and is therefore in conflict with the process-based 
peer assessment from the western educational system, while the  ‘peer assessment can deepen 
the student learning experience as students can learn a great deal about their own work from 
assessing other students’ attempts at a similar task. They will also learn about the assessment 
culture of the institute, becoming autonomous learners, and developing skills of lifelong 
learning’ (Hulbert, 2018).  
2.5 Language assessment in the UK 
In the UK, there are also some problems regarding the language assessment, some has argued 
that language is regarded as an elite subject not worthwhile taking, ‘in this performance-
obsessed climate where a pupil's grades are often put before their education’ (Osborne, 2017). 
This could be a consequence of ‘the decline in secondary school languages followed the 
decision by Labour in 2002 to make the subject optional from age 14 (Henry, 2012). 
Also, there has been complaints about the language exams regarding the topic-based, controlled 
assessments: 
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‘Students and teachers complain bitterly about a flawed exam system which has been 
quoted as being one of the principal barriers to successful language teaching; top 
grades are hard to achieve, transcripts are inconsistently marked, and topic-based, 
controlled assessments make for uninspiring fodder in the classroom.’ (Osborne, 2017) 
With regard to these complaint and decline, the language assessment has taken some changes 
into implementation in 2017, namely the new GCSE language. 
The changes for the assessment have been: The new 9-1 grading system will replace A*-G, and 
there will no longer be any controlled assessment. All papers will be set and marked by the 
awarding organisation; Also, papers will be tiered, with 25% assessment weightings per skill 
(listening, speaking, reading, writing). This change has discarded controlled assessment, and 
seeking a balance in weight of each part in the language assessment 
The changes for the content have been: ‘Compulsory topics will be linked to identity and 
culture; local, national, international and global areas of interest; and current and future study 
and employment.’ It has sought to make the topics more related to real world life. Also, the 
papers will include more short translations from and into the target language ("Edexcel GCSE 
Chinese (2017) | Pearson qualifications", 2018). 
Another issue raised for the GCSE language is regarding the importance of cultural awareness 
in language learning, ‘Perhaps cultural awareness, a sensitivity to language and empathy? 
These are, after all, two of the qualities most commonly attributed to languages students and 
they are undeniably important. ’(Osborne, 2017). It has also been recognised by Jones (2000) 
that the opportunity of focus on cultural awareness as a part of teaching and learning 
communication. He also considers the place of English as a learning tool in MFL lessons (Jones, 
2000, p.169). 
3. METHODOLOGY 
This study is carried out as a qualitative research, James and Busher (2009) refer to qualitative 
research as the research engaged in ‘the practical activities of generating and interpreting 
data to answer questions about the meaning of what their participants know and do’ 
(James & Busher, 2009, p.3) 
3.1 The philosophical assumptions 
There are mainly two types of philosophical approach in qualitative research, positivism and 
interpretivism. Positivism adopts natural science methods in social research, while 
interpretivism reject natural science methods and believes that social researchers have to 
explore the social world through participants and their perspectives. 
This research aims to compare the form of language assessment in the UK and China and 
intend to investigate the issue based on the reflections of participants and identifying the 
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problem through their perspectives. Thus, this research holds the philosophical assumption of 
interpretivism. 
Ontological assumptions give the meaning for the nature of the social world. In the 
understanding of interpretivism, ontologically we believe in constructivism, that the social 
world is constructed by the beliefs and interpretations of the individuals who make up the social 
world. The assumption is that we cannot see the ‘real’ world, only our interpretation of it, and 
that we each construct our own version of ‘reality’ (Jamal, 2018). 
Epistemology assumptions give the meaning for the nature of knowledge. Epistemologically, 
our approach to understanding and producing knowledge about the social world should be 
'interpretivist', that we make analysis based on people’s interpretation. In this understanding, 
we can only describe our ‘world-view’ while recognizing that others’ may differ, and the 
research focuses on the specific context of interest, most importantly, our beliefs are integral to 
our own and reader’s interpretation of findings. (Jamal, 2018). Furthermore, the interpretive 
paradigm is characterized by a concern for the individual, as we have seen, the central 
endeavour in the context of the interpretive paradigm is to understand the subjective world of 
human experience. (Cohen, 2002). 
The importance of interpretation in qualitative research has been stressed as 
‘Interpretation is at the heart of qualitative research because qualitative research is concerned 
with meaning and the process of meaning-making, [...], qualitative data never speaks for itself 
and needs to be given meaning by the researcher.’ (Willig, 2017), this assertion aligns with the 
beginning statement of James and Busher (2009), that qualitative research is about interpreting 
data to answer the meaning of the participants. In term of the analysis in interpretivism, ‘the 
analysis has also to be systematic and organised, so the researcher can easily locate information 
the data set and can trace provisional results of the analysis back to the context of the 
data.’(Elliott & Timulak, 2005). 
3.2 Analytical framework 
The Analytical framework of this research is to investigate that to what extent has the 
educational context in each country, influenced or limited the effectiveness of the language 
assessment, by analysing the similarity and differences between the assessments in China and 
the UK. 
This will be achieved by identifying the educational context from a range of literatures, and 
through first-hand data collection by questionnaires and interviews from GCSE Chinese 
students and teacher and Zhongkao English teachers. 
My assumption is that from the reflection of students’ and teachers’ understanding in the form 
of assessment, some issues will be able to demonstrate the educational context in foreign 
language learning of a country. This assumption is based on the knowledge of the literature that 
the students are in lack of critical thinking skills, which could partly be explained by the 
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collectivist cultural context in China, as the traditional Chinese culture do not encourage people 
to be critical towards each other(Zhao, 2018), by Zhao’s explanation, the student’s lack of 
critical thinking has reflected the educational context of the collectivist culture in China, 
therefore, it it reasonable to assume that through investigation, more reflections would be 
discovered. 
3.3 Research methods 
This research aims to do a comparative study on foreign language assessment between the UK 
and China in secondary education. The methods used in this research are respectively 
interviews and questionnaires. Questionnaires and interviews are the popular methods widely 
used for researchers to collect primary data. With each method has some strength and limitation 
in collecting information, this research tends to use both of them to make a complement to each 
other and get datas in-depth and also in a wider range: Semi-structured interviews are designed 
to collect teachers (and students)’ in-depth understanding of the language assessment and their 
reflection of the result; and Questionnaires are designed to collect a wider range of views from 
the teachers (and students) on the language assessment.  
Questionnaires  
As asserted by Denscombe (1998), questionnaires are ‘appropriate to investigate opinions, 
attitudes, views and beliefs’ (cited in Zhao 2018), it is very useful as serves to collect large 
amount of data and can be carried out by the researcher or by any number of people with 
limited effect to its validity and reliability (Ackroyd and Hughes, 1981). It is also convenient in 
that it can collect data without problems regarding distant location.  
In this research I have used questionnaires to collect the perception and understanding of from 
the teachers and students with a number of questions regarding the form of language 
assessment they have engaged in. Participants are asked to give ranks to different parts of 
language assessment (listening, speaking, reading, writing), with regard to different aspects: 
difficulty, time spending. 
Semi-structured Interviews  
On the other hand, interviews have been credited for its adaptability. A successful interview 
could ‘follow up ideas, probe responses and investigate motives and feelings, which the 
questionnaire can never do (Bell, 2010), and a response in an interview can be developed and 
clarified. Also, interviews are useful in allowing ‘a conversation between interviewer and 
respondent with the purpose of eliciting certain information from the respondent’ (Moser & 
Kalton, 1971 cited in Bell 2010) 
However, interviews are time-consuming, and information can only be obtained from a 
relatively small number of people. There is also a danger of bias as the nature of interview is 
rather subjective, information collected from interviewees is based on their personal 
understandings.  
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This problem of bias could be mediated by framing the interview with some structure, and 
semi-structured interviews are useful in doing this. In semi-structured interviews, interviewer 
prepares a set of same questions to be answered by all interviewees. At the same time, 
additional questions might be asked during interviews to clarify and/or further expand certain 
issues. (Research-Methodology, 2018). Moreover, semi-structured interviews set prepared 
schedule, which enables the interviewer to check the responses, and leave the interview with a 
set of responses that can be fairly easily recorded, summarized and analysed. (Bell, 2010). 
Semi-structured interviews are appropriate for this research because it allows the researcher to 
engage in intensive conversation with the teachers(students), and could make them better 
clarify their perception on the form of language assessment. 
A combination of interviews and questionnaires can be effective since ‘the interview can yield 
rich material and can often put flesh on the bones of questionnaire responses’(Bell, 2010). In 
this research, the questionnaire is collecting basic data of the background for the participants 
and their perceptions towards the language assessment, while the interview is carried out based 
on their answers in the questionnaire in order to give a more detailed explanation of their 
understanding towards the language assessment. 
Question formulation 
Questions are planned for teachers and students respectively. For teachers, the questions mainly 
aim to investigate how their teaching focus are affected by the form of language assessment. 
For students, the questions intend to find out that how students’ language skills have developed 
in relations to the form of language assessment. 
These questions are useful in discovering how the teachers and students have perceived the 
form of language assessment, and how effective the language assessment has reflected the 
learning result of the students.  
As in semi-structured interviews, sometimes the questions are asked with relative flexibility. 
Questions are prepared in a schedule before the interviews, but are not necessarily asked 
exactly the same as in the script, during the interview the questions may be adjusted to fit into 
the context and the participants’ own conditions. All the questions were designed independently, 
but they were more or less interrelated to each other and drawing on the literature review, 
which has provided the background knowledge of the research topic, e.g. the teacher-centred 
tradition for the educational context in China.  
3.4 The data collection process  
Interviews were conducted either face to face or through phone calls. Face to face interviews 
are mostly adopted for the interviewees in the UK, which is useful in making a direct 
interaction and information could be get not only through the speaking words but also the 
expressions and manners of the interviewee during the interview. Telephone interviews, on the 
other hand, are carried out with some of the teachers in China, it is a good solution for the 
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distance issue when the interviewer is far from the interviewee, and in some cases, According 
to Oltmann (2016), telephone interviews, by increasing physical and social distance between 
the interviewer and the respondent, may improve responses from marginalized groups 
(TAYLOR, 2002; TRIER-BIENIEK, 2012). E 
Language in use 
Another issue to be considered in the interview is the language used in the conversation. It is 
very common to involve non-English native participants, and the issue is either to use the 
native language or English when the researcher and the participants can speak the both. There 
are some positive side in using the native language with the participants, as it would deliver the 
most original thought of the participants, and the quality of their answers would not be limited 
by their English level, any misunderstanding from the language would be prevented. ‘While it 
is true that the probability is high that you will find English speaking respondents in just about 
every country, you don’t know how well they speak or understand the language. This could 
have costly impacts on your survey data.’ (Cavallaro, 2018).  
However, there are also challenges in using the non-English native language with the 
participants in the interview. In qualitative research, interpretation and understanding meanings 
are central, so that the language differences between the interview and the English 
representation could be problematic as those ‘generate additional challenges that might hinder 
the transfer of meaning and might result in loss of meaning and thus loss of the validity of the 
qualitative study.’ (Nes et al., 2010). 
In my research, of most interviews, me the researcher and the participants could both speak 
Mandarin Chinese and English, some of them speak Cantonese Chinese as their mother 
language. I tend to ask their preferred language at the beginning of the interview, and 
interestingly I found, for interviews taken place in the UK, with GCSE Chinese teachers and 
students, we both feel that English would be the most comfortable language for us to do the 
interview, even though normally we speak Chinese to each other. I presume that is because our 
subject of the interview is based on an English context---the GCSE assessment.  
On the other hand, the interviews I did with the teachers in China were processed in Chinese as 
the subject of our discussion is the Zhongkao assessment based on a Chinese system and 
context, and as a non-English native language for both the interviewer and interviewee, it 
would make the conversation all easier.  
Therefore despite all the benefits and challenges of using non-English native language in the 
research, it is also very important to note that the language context of the subject should be 
considered, which gives the foundation for understanding the meanings.  
Audio-recording 
Basically in qualitative research interviews, it is very useful to take audio-recording for each 
interview, which could provide a valuable account of the participants’ responses for later 
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analysis. However, it could be limited as body language and facial expressions are not captured. 
Also, Warren (2002) has states, recording equipment inevitably has meaning for the 
interviewee; furthermore, it is likely to have different meanings for different people (cited in 
King and Horrocks, 2010, p.44). This means that responses to recording could be unpredictable, 
some interviewees may be bewildered by the recording process and give up in the middle of the 
interview or be reserved to answer some questions. Therefore, it is important that the researcher 
fully explain the process of interview to the participants. 
Transcription 
It is very important to make a transcription of the recording after the interview. Transcribing 
interviews will allow the research to get a completely clear picture of the interviews, word-for-
word, and easily perform analysis on interview text for qualitative information. (Alexei, 2018).   
Although audio or video recordings can provide very accurate information, it is still very 
necessary to have a transcription although it does require a bit of work. The benefits are 
claimed as ‘you can move around transcripts, you can mark it with a pencil. You can shuffle the 
pages very quickly and find the bits you want, and you got some very quick random access to 
it.’ (Isaac, 2015). Therefore, transcription is still a crucial instrument for anything that involves 
interviews or the recordings of people.   
Also, it is useful to make good organisation of the written note immediately after the interview, 
as it could refresh the memory on the details of the interview, and it is easier to add any missing 
points or thought to the notes before everything began to blur. To get these works done after the 
interview is necessary for making a good data analysis in the later stage. 
3.5 Sampling 
In this research, samples are selected for questionnaires and interviews, it is very important as 
‘sample texts and participants were chosen to ensure that those sampled are relevant to the 
research questions.’ (Jing, 2015). Questionnaires are used to collect basic information, and it is 
generally preferable to have a sample size as large as possible; interviews are used to collect 
more detailed data through conversations, more based on individual case, the details of the 
methods are as follows: 
3.5.1 Questionnaires: 
There are two set of questionnaires for data collection in this research, one was of secondary 
English teachers from China, the other was of secondary students from Chinese schools in the 
UK. It would be ideal to have questionnaires designed for students and teachers in both country, 
however it is not possible due to the limited accessibility for the research to collect data. As for 
questionnaires, the sample size is supposed to be large, probably at least 10.  
Set A: GCSE students 
The sample takes 16 participants, 11 females and 5 males. The participants are aged ranging 
from 11 to 17, doing GCSE Chinese or A-level Chinese, or at an early stage of Chinese 
Volume 15, No. 4 
50 
learning, they are all engaging in secondary level education at school. Some of the students 
have both parents as Chinese, which means they are born Chinese as well, and the fact they live 
in England since birth means that they are what is called BBC, British Born Chinese.  
Participants were asked with questions around language background (family, residence, 
environment) and learning approach towards language assessment (difficulty, timing, 
confidency, mark losing)  
Set B: Chinese teachers 
Participants are English teachers in the secondary school in Beijing, with teaching experience 
from 2 years to more than 10 years, age from 25 to 50, all the participants are female. 
They were asked with questions around their perceptions and evaluation of the effectiveness of 
the assessment, and how they believe that the students are getting on with it, basically on the 
focus of the testing and teaching, students’ reflection, language context and communicative 
skills, etc. They were also asked about qualitative questions to comment on the problems of the 
assessment and to make any possible suggestions. 
3.5.2 Interview: 
For the interview, the Interviewees were all chosen from secondary school levels in China and 
the UK, and they were either interviewed through phone calls or face-to-face. 
Interviewee information 
Teacher C has been invited to the interview as a GCSE Chinese teacher from Star Mandarin 
School in Sheffield, who already has 16 years of teaching experience in Chinese language.   
Teacher R is an English teacher in China currently teaching at Sanfan Middle School of 
Beijing. She is a young teacher with teaching experience of 3 years, she was initially teaching 
at the university before she came to teach English in secondary school. (The data from her 
interview is based on written record, as the participant has refused audio recording) 
Teacher S is an English teacher with 10 years of teaching experience in Sanfan Middle School 
of Beijing.  
All those teachers have also completed the set of questionnaires for Zhongkao English teachers. 
It appears that participants’ responses in the interviews may not align with their answers in the 
questionnaires, sometimes they may ranked writing as the 1st for difficulty in the questionnaire, 
but then they answered that speaking is the most difficult for them in the interview. It might be 
a result of some emotional factors of the participants, they may be reluctant to reveal and speak 
about their weakness of language in the interview. In spite of this, the analysis of the issues 
below will regard these data given in the interview as the true reflection of their cases.  
Participants are chosen among language teachers in classes at secondary level from the UK and 
China to make a parallel comparison of the perspectives from teachers in both countries. I have 
identified the participants for the interviews from the schools that I visit in China and the UK. 
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Consent forms and information sheets are well read and duly signed by the participants before 
the interviews, either in hard copies or electronically.  (A sample information sheet and a 
sample consent from are in appendixes at the end of this dissertation). Also, audio-records of 
the interviews are approved by the participants in advance.  
3.6 Data Analysis 
Firstly I will present a descriptive analysis of the questionnaire data. This helps to identify the 
main differences. I then present a thematic analysis of the interview data. The analysis is 
carried out from two dimensions, on one hand the individual cases are evaluated to identify 
differences in the context of individual experiences, on the other hand I evaluated the summary 
of answers from each question, to look for any pattern of general trend for each aspect. 
3.7 Positionality 
As a Chinese student came to England in 2010, I have experienced both educational systems in 
China and the UK. I joined the UK education system by the start of GCSE study.  At the 
beginning, I was struggling with the western-style learning and the assessments, it was so 
different from China. In China, the assessment were mostly in the form of timed-examinations, 
and generally the questions are designed with standard answers. I was feeling quite confused in 
GCSE exam questions with no standard answers and controlled assessment. After a period of 
time, I have learnt to adapt to the UK assessment, and develop own ideas in my answers 
instead of standard answers. As for the purpose of this research, I’m choosing the Zhongkao 
English exam to analyse the form of assessment for Chinese secondary education, and GCSE 
Chinese exam as the form of assessment in the UK, a key reason that I choose these two 
specific exams is that I have a first-hand experience of them, and therefore in a good position 
to develop in-depth understanding of the issue. 
It is also important for the researcher to maintain a balanced stance in the process of the 
research. To reach a reliable conclusion, the researcher needs to avoid bias of the two countries, 
and should be conscious of the change from 2010, take an objective view of the personal 
experience. 
3.8 Ethical considerations 
This project has been ethically approved via The School of Education Department’s ethics 
review procedure, participants were fully informed about the research topic and process, and 
the privacy of the participants are carefully protected. Also, the participants have every right to 
refuse being recorded, in that case, writing notes would be very helpful to take a record of the 
interview.  
Other ethical issues involve the interpretation of the participants’ meaning, where the risk is 
that theory-driven meaning may be imposed and participants and their experiences could be 
misrepresented. In response, researchers like Flowers and Langdridge (2007) argue against 
researchers reading theoretically-derived meaning into the data. On the other hand, other 
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researchers suggest that the risk is worthwhile, as ‘looking for meaning beyond research 
participants’ own understanding of what motivates their actions can generate novel insights 
especially in situations where research participants themselves struggle to provide an 
explanation for their actions’ (Willig & Rogers, 2017). Based on the above understanding, the 
data collected from the participants are evaluated with the theoretical knowledge of the 
researcher and is analysed with regard to the participants’ experience, while the original 
information from the participants is also presented, in order to demonstrated an objective 
profile.  
4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
This chapter presents the results and discusses the findings of this study. The aim of this study 
was to identify, interpret and understand the reasons underpinning the differences in language 
assessments as they relate to the context of China and the United Kingdom, respectively. This 
was done in relation to students’ ethnic language background, student’s language levels, the 
focus of the assessment, and the practice environment. Furthermore, this study sought to 
determine correlations, if any, between educational context and the effectiveness of language 
assessments. 
4.1 Characteristics of the Sample Population 
The majority of the study participants (68.8%) were female and the remaining 31.2% were 
male. With respect the age, all students were between the ages of 11 to 17 years old. 
Additionally, most of the students (87.5%) were born in England. In terms of family ethnic 
background, 50% of the students had both Chinese parents; 37.4% of the students were of 
English or other ethnic background (no Chinese family/relatives); and 6.3% and 6.3% had 
either one Chinese parent or Chinese relatives, respectively. Finally, with respect to the 
frequency of which students reported that they spoke English outside of school hours, 31.2% 
reported that the spoke little English, 25% reported that they spoke English most of the time, 
18.8% and 18.8% reported that they spoke English all the time and sometime, respectively, and 
6.2% reported that they spoke none. See Table 1, Description of the Sample on page ----. 
Table 1. Description of the Sample 
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Frequency of Speaking English 
Outside School Hours 
Both parents Chinese 
One parent Chinese 
Some Chinese relatives 
No Chinese background/other 
ethnicity 
All the time 















4.2 Students’ Rankings of the Difficulty of the Language Assessment 
Students were asked to rank the level of difficulty of each section of the language assessment in 
Chinese GCSE (A-Level), (listening, speaking, reading and writing) on a scale of 1 to 4 (1 
being the most difficult), in relation to different criteria. The sum of each student’s responses 
for each section was used to determine the level of difficulty, For example, if participant 1 
ranked listening as “2” and participant 2 ranked listening as “3”, then the sum would be “5”. 
The lower the score, the more difficult the section.  
Firstly, students were asked to rank the overall level of difficulty of each section of the 
language assessment. As shown in Figure 1 on page ----, the reading section had the highest 
ranked sum (38). This implied that reading was the least difficult section of the language 
assessment for students. The remaining three sections (writing, listening and speaking) all had a 
ranked sum of 34 each, which implied that these three sections were equally more difficult for 
students.  
 
Figure 1. Level of Difficulty 
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Secondly, students were asked on which section did he/she spend the most time in learning 
Chinese. As illustrated in Figure 2 on page ----, speaking had the lowest ranked sum (26), 
which indicated that students spent the most time learning to speak Chinese. This findings may 
be attributed to the fact that speaking requires a lot of practice. Therefore, it important that 
students be afforded as much time as possible to practice speaking the language in a classroom 
setting. Writing, listening and reading had ranked sums of 35, 35 and 34, respectively.  
 
 
Figure 2. Time Spent on Each Section 
Thirdly, students were asked which section of the language assessment they felt most confident 
in. As shown in Figure 3 on page ----, students were most confident in listening and were least 
confident in speaking. Student’s lack of confidence in speaking may be attributed to the fact 
that speaking requires a lot of time to practice. Hence, the reason speaking was ranked as the 
most time consuming section.  
 
Figure 3. Students’ Confidence in Each Section 
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Fourthly, students were asked which section of the language assessment they scored the lowest 
marks in. As illustrated in Figure 4 on page ----, students reported that they scored the lowest in 
the reading section and the highest in the listening section.  
 
Figure 4. Students’ Scores in Each Section 
4.3 Zhongkao Teachers’ Ranking of the Effectiveness of the Language 
Assessment on Students’ Performances 
In this section, Zhongkao teachers were asked to rank grammar, spelling, reading, speaking, 
listening and writing on a scale of 1 to 6 to determine: (a) the effectiveness of the language 
assessment on knowledge testing; and (b) the effectiveness of the language assessment on 
teaching focus. 
As shown in Figures 5 and 6 on page ----, in terms of focus on knowledge testing and teaching 
focus, teachers ranked reading as the highest and grammar as the lowest. This implied that the 
language assessment focused mainly on testing knowledge in the area of reading Chinese and 
as a consequence, teaching focus was more directed on this section.  
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Figure 5. Effectiveness on Knowledge Testing 
  
 
Figure 6. Teaching Focus 
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Next, teachers were asked to rate the language assessment based on key points, on a scale of 1 
to 5. Table 2 on page ----, shows the mean rankings for each key point. 
Table 2. Mean Ranking for Each Key Point 
Key point Mean ranking 
Reflect the actual English level of students 
An adequate language context 
Students’ satisfaction with the assessment 
Limitation of assessment on communicative skills 
Impressive performance in their practice of English 







From Table 2, it can be observed that the mean ranking for all the key points ranged between 3 
and 3.8. This indicates the existence of a medium-high ranking in general, which may imply 
that the assessment are relatively effective as a whole, as perceived by teachers. While most 
teachers ranked each key point as either 3 or 4, there were a number of exceptions.  
For example, Teacher S ranked the key point, “The effectiveness of speaking the test” as 5. 
This may imply that from the perceptive of some teachers, the newly introduced test has been 
quite successful. However, it has not been successful enough to be appreciated by all the 
teachers. According to Teacher S, the speaking test was only introduced in 2017 and 40 marks 
of the sum of the test total are allocated to this test. Therefore, to some extent, these additional 
40 marks can shift students’ concentration on improving their listening and speaking skills in 
terms of pronunciation, the fluency of expression and the ability to report. Additionally, in the 
context of China, due to the large number of students and their technical weaknesses, a machine 
conducts this speaking test. Thus, Teacher S also highlighted the importance of this speaking 
test in providing students with a fair assessment.   
In contrast, as it relates to the key point, “Limitation of assessment on communicative skills”, 
the overall mean ranking was 3, it may be implied that teachers do not view this as an issue. 
While the mean ranking for the key point, “Students’ satisfaction with the assessment” was 3.4, 
one teacher ranked this statement as 2., This may be attributed to challenges in that particular 
class that students’ are faced with, which may be impacting negatively on those students’ 
satisfaction with the language assessment.   
4.4 Thematic Analysis 
This section presents the findings of the interviews conducted with GCSE teachers in the 
United Kingdom and English teachers in China. The following themes were identified: the lack 
of opportunity for practice, students’ low satisfaction with speaking, language context, the 
differences in students’ language abilities, the emphasis on text-based reading, the practical 
Volume 15, No. 4 
58 
skills, and the frequency of assessment. Additionally, it should be noted that some of the 
participants’ responses in the interviews did not align with their answers in the questionnaires. 
For instance, they ranked writing as being the most difficult in the questionnaire but then 
reported that speaking was the most difficult section in the interview. This may be attributed to 
emotional factors, which made the participants reluctant to reveal and speak about their 
language weaknesses in the interview.  
4.4.1 Issue: The lack of opportunity for practice acts as a barrier to language development 
The findings of this study indicated that English students learning Chinese were faced with the 
most challenges as it relates to speaking. This may be due to the fact that they were not expose 
to the Chinese language outside of the classroom.  
One English student stated: 
“Speaking is hard because I do not expose myself to Chinese enough.” 
Similarly, another English student reported: 
“I do not speak much Chinese outside of the school. I need to practice listening 
because I lose a lot of marks when I miss parts out.”  
Furthermore, one English student noted: 
“I feel least confident in speaking, which I have found quite difficult without enough 
time to practice.”  
The findings from the interviews have indicated that GCSE Chinese teachers are willing to 
allocate more lesson time to practicing listening and speaking. However, this may be 
challenging given the time limit of a lesson and the irregular attendance of students (lessons are 
held on weekends only). 
Teacher C stated: 
“Other schools have 4 hours of lesson each week so they have plenty time to practice 
speaking. In our school, we are a weekend school so we only have 2 hours of lesson 
each week.”  
In contrast, students who have the opportunity to practice speaking Chinese at home were 
found to be weaker in reading and writing. They practiced these areas in the classroom. So, 
while students may speak Chinese fluently, they may be unable to read or write Chinese 
properly.  
One BBC student stated: 
“I can speak and understand what people are saying but just do not really know how 
to read and write. I loss marks most often in reading because I only know how to read 
some of the Chinese characters. I can write better if I get some help.” 
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BBC students who are exposed to the Chinese language at home are generally more confident 
in listening and speaking. However, at the same time, they may find reading and writing 
difficult. This may be attributed to the fact that they are not afforded the opportunity to practice 
as much in these areas outside of school hours. Additionally, it is quite common for second-
generation Chinese to be half-literate, meaning that they can speak Chinese fluently. 
One student who has lived in China for two years reported: 
“It feels natural for me to speak; the examiner even makes the listening and speaking 
faster and more natural. When I lose marks, it is most often in reading because I do 
not read as much in complex Chinese.” 
In light of the foregoing, it is evident that students’ lack of confidence in the various sections of 
the language assessment may be due to their lack opportunities to practice. English students 
who are weak in speaking and listening have no opportunities to practice at home; there only 
time for practice is in class. On the other hand, students with Chinese family get the 
opportunity to practice speaking and listening outside of the classroom. However, they are 
weak in reading and writing, which they have fewer opportunities to practice outside school 
hours. Therefore, it is very important for all students to have sufficient time all sections of the 
language assessment during class hours. To this end, both Zhongkao English and GCSE 
Chinese teachers have stressed that regular practice is crucial to the development of students’ 
real language abilities. 
Teacher R stressed:  
“Students really need regular practice in the classroom. Also give them different 
situations to talk about, like talk about their family, their holiday…The teacher needs 
to spend more hours practicing speaking than the other exercises.” 
Teacher C stated: 
“If students are doing very well, you do not need to practice this separately. We do 
this practice for the exam so if you did enough practice in the classroom, you do not 
need more hours to learn…spend that time just to practice for exam.” 
On the other hand, Teacher S suggested conducting smaller examinations at the end of each 
term instead of one at the end of the year, in order to motivate students to practice the language 
regularly. 
Teacher S explained: 
“To motivate the subjective initiative of the students, there probably need to be a 
change of the Zhongkao. Instead of only having one chance for the exam, distribute 
the marks of the exam to the assessment in each term so that the students would pay 
attention to their daily practices. For instance, you will need to reach a certain 
amount of reading in the first term, including your practice of speaking to attain a 
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certain number of marks. Basically, regularise the assessment to test at each stage, 
given a certain value of marks and collectively add on. A final exam at the end will 
give the overall result. Maybe to this extent, it would motivate the students to have 
regularly practice for the input and output of the language.” 
4.4.2 Issue: Students’ low satisfaction levels with the speaking assessment  
The findings of this study have shown that family background and language environment are 
some of the factors that may potentially influenced students’ performances in each section of 
the language assessment. However, some individuals are questioning the accuracy of the 
assessment. They have indicated that they are not satisfied with the assessment, especially the 
speaking section. Some participants believe that the assessment has not reflected their true 
language proficiency. Although they frequently speak Chinese at home, they argue that they are 
still not performing well in the speaking assessment. 
One BBC student stated: 
“ I speak Chinese all the time at home. I lose marks most often in speaking as I feel I 
am not getting the points.” 
Students are of the opinion that the language assessment is not reflecting their true language 
proficiency. This may potentially imply that the speaking assessment is limited in the extent of 
its application in real life. Although it may be that some students are misjudging their language 
level, it is still valuable to consider the potential unreliability of the assessment as other 
participants expressed similar views. 
Another BBC student stated: 
“I can communicate but speaking assessments are hard. At home, I speak both 
English and Chinese the same to be honest; I just kind of mix them together. So, like 
in a sentence when I do not know the Chinese word, I just replace it with English 
words.” 
Additionally, another BBC student who speaks Chinese at home found speaking the most 
difficult section of the assessment. She does not think that the assessment reflects her language 
proficiency, “because tests can be stressful and you would not do as good”.  
In light of the forgoing, students who lose a lot of marks in the speaking sections complained 
the most about the assessment. Specifically, BBC students who speak Chinese at home did not 
quite understand their poor results in the speaking assessment. Some English students were also 
not very satisfied with the assessment. They argued that the speaking assessment failed to 
reflect conversations in a real life context. 
One English student stated: 
“The scenarios do not always reflect a real, day-to-day conversation.” 
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Another English student reported: 
“The assessment does not reflect a real conversation in a real environment. I lost lots 
of marks in reading, where I need to learn a lot more vocabulary/grammatical 
structures.” 
In Zhongkao English, a similar dissatisfaction of the speaking assessment has also been 
expressed.  
Teacher R explained: 
“Some students are not very satisfied with the assessment, especially for those 
students who are strong in listening and speaking, they found the speaking test kind of 
stupid as the testing software could not understand the words from the candidates if 
they spoke too fast or some words sounded differently.” 
In contrast to GCSE Chinese, students who take Zhongkao English are basically from the same 
language background; from Chinese family and learn English as their second language with not 
many opportunities to speak English outside of school. Therefore, in this regard, the students’ 
perceptions of Zhongkao English are to some extent comparable to the English local students 
who are studying GCSE Chinese.   
Thus, both GCSE Chinese and Zhongkao English reported low levels of satisfaction with the 
speaking assessment. This was attributed to the lack of application in real life, not reflecting a 
real conversation, or some technical problems with the testing machine. These problems may 
potentially imply that the speaking assessment process is with fault and needs to be carefully 
reviewed to facilitate future development. 
4.4.3 Issue: Failure of the assessment in providing a suitable language context of students’ 
lives 
The lack of language context in the assessment has been a problem in GCSE Chinese. Students 
have suggested that the questions be more related to real life situations and involve daily 
conversations. One student has suggested that the language assessment include more topics on 
day-to-day life in China, while another student recommended that the assessment place more 
emphasis on real conversations, rather than focusing on random topics. 
A similar suggestion was made in the interview, to make the assessment more based on 
students’ real life situations. Thus, it is evident that GCSE Chinese’s assessment content 
involves topics not related to students’ every day lives. Thus, the findings of this study 
indicated that the language assessment did not provide adequate context for the practice of the 
language. This problem may be regarded as a common issue for both GCSE Chinese and 
Zhongkao English as reported by teachers in the interviews. 
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Teacher S explains: 
“In Zhongkao English the assessment has been problematic as the content of 
assessment should be such that it helps students put non-regular knowledge into 
practice and thus, motivate students’ self-regulated learning…The assessment should 
also create real context and practical problems.” 
Similarly, Teacher R stated:  
“In the Zhongkao Chinese speaking test, the current assessment, especially the 
speaking test, has some weakness in providing the students with adequate language 
context. It lacks in testing the practical communicative ability of the students. 
Furthermore, the test is conducted in an enclosed environment, the content of the 
speaking test is given by the machine recording, which is in standard English but 
lacks the spoken language tone.” 
With regards to the writing questions, it is interesting to compare GCSE Chinese and Zhongkao 
English in terms of the language context of the topics. In GCSE Chinese, the writing may 
become challenging for some students who are not familiar with the context of the question. 
Teacher C explained: 
“Many students find it difficult to do the imagination; you need to talk about holiday 
or school play in the writing. If the student has not got that kind of experience, they 
would find it really difficult to do it….Because if the title asks them to talk about their 
holiday in China, they cannot talk about China because they have not been to 
China…they cannot do imagination to make up something, they just cannot do it.” 
This situation was reflected in one student’s response. Her friend was good at writing, but still 
was not doing well in the exam. The student stated that all her friend wanted to so was to write 
freely instead of given a specific topic to write about. Therefore, it may be implied that the 
issues surrounding the writing assessment are related to topics students are being asked to write 
about. In contrast, one teacher have reported that in Zhongkao English, the Composition 
component of the assessment is, “too stiff, not in favour of expressing students’ ideas”., Thus, it 
has been suggested that as listening and speaking have been stressed now, the focus should be 
moved to writing, which “should be tested in a variety of ways if possible”. Specifically, for 
students who are poor at English, writing is quite difficult so they should have at least two 
topics to choose from with comparable difficulty.  
Teacher S, however, has asserted that there has been much development in writing in recent 
years as it relates to providing a more suitable context for the question.  
Teacher S explained: 
“For the writing questions, because in recent years there is a great change for the 
writing questions, they should mainly be based on the events that happened around 
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students, such as current affairs. Therefore, students will all be able to write on these 
topics, as they would have experienced these. So for the good students, they could use 
the learnt language and combine with their own opinion, to fluently and naturally 
express the meaning. In this way, the good students could reflect their language levels 
and abilities.” 
4.4.4 Issue: Differences in students’ language levels and abilities 
Most teachers have noted that each student doing the assessment has different language levels 
and abilities. Therefore, it is important to distinguish among these students so that the most 
appropriate lessons can be set for them accordingly. For GCSE Chinese in general,, in terms of 
the variety of students’ language level, Teacher C has pointed out that sometimes it is necessary 
to classify students according to their abilities in each part. 
Teacher C explained: 
“You have to classify the students first, some students do not need too much practice 
in speaking, some students may need more practice in the writing…so then you have 
to identify the problem of the students and then according to their ability, you decide 
if they need to spend lots of time on speaking; some students may need to practice the 
writing, some students may need more time to practice the reading...so it is different.” 
In contrast, for Zhongkao English, the large population of the students in China makes it 
difficult to identify students at different levels. 
Teacher S stated: 
“Considering the teaching population...because the population base is quite large, 
that one teacher has to face more than 80 students, then the students’ ability might be 
varied with different levels, and teacher may not have the opportunity to assess them 
one by one.”.   
Therefore, it is under this context that with limited teaching resources, the most impartial 
method to test students is with a text-based exam. Additionally, due to this limitation in 
teaching resources, during assessments and examinations with large-class teaching, it is only 
possible to evaluate students with a standard test that is relatively fair. This test can relatively 
assess each student’s practical level and ability. Thus, this current form of assessment is the 
most fair and most standard. Teacher S suggested to make the test harder, especially in 
composition and reading comprehension, in order to distinguish students at different language 
levels.  
4.4.5 Issue: Emphasis on reading and text-based learning 
Both GCSE Chinese and Zhongkao English are heavily text-based and place a lot of weight on 
reading. It is a general trend for language assessments to emphasize heavily on literatures. This 
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may be attributed to the nature of reading comprehension, as the questions are mostly multiple-
choice, which is convenient for marking.  
The findings of the study showed that for Zhongkao English in China, reading has been the 
teaching focus. reading had the highest-ranking sum for the focus of knowledge testing, with 9 
out of 10 teachers ranking it as the first. Additionally, as it relates to the focus of knowledge, all 
the teachers ranked reading as their first teaching focus.  
Teacher S further explained the importance of reading:  
“According to the mark ratio of the exam paper, more marks are allocated to reading 
and writing. For the reading part, the main testing points are, vocabulary, reading 
amount and the understanding of the whole passage, the grasp of the author’s 
sentiment, and the expression of the meaning or his implications. In China, there is a 
saying, ‘de yue du zhe de tian xia’ (The reader gets the world). Thus, the real good 
students, if they wants to get high marks, then maybe in this aspect, the reading, if it is 
very excellent, then their overall marks would be fairly higher.”   
A similar trend can be observed in the new GCSE assessment for Chinese language. 
Teacher C asserted: 
“The new GCSE is places more emphasis on the literature, which was not previously 
emphasized by the old one. What has changed in the new GCSE languages as of 2017, 
is that the papers will include short translations from and into the target language, 
some target-language questions in the reading and listening papers, and authentic 
stimuli in the reading paper, inclusive of literary texts.”  
The students have also stated in the interview how important reading is and that it has been 
emphasized on by their teachers. One study stated that reading and speaking are the most 
important sections of the language assessment, because if you visit China read and speaking 
would be the most important forms of communication. The student went on to state some 
teachers have been doing an excellent job in teaching the reading section, allowing students to 
practice their reading very often.  
The student explained: 
“My teacher has done well in the reading because she does more practice on reading 
and my reading is not the best, especially when there is no Pinyin, it is a bit harder for 
you to read the text, therefore more for me to learn.”  
Another student stated:  
“The teachers emphasized reading the most and when the teacher helps me to 
memorize, I remembers all of it…I think I have developed a lot in reading because I 
was not the best at it but now I can do it well.” 
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4.4.6 Issue: The effectiveness of exams in testing students’ practical skills 
When learning a language, it is important to develop practical skills. Thus, language 
assessments should not prioritize text-based content over practical communicative skills. 
Additionally, it is also important that students have enough classroom time to practice their 
communicative skills. However, some teachers have different understandings and perspectives 
of the issue regarding communicative skills. 
Teacher S explained: 
“The exams could have some weakness in testing the practice of students’ 
communicative skills as exams are more text-based and limited in expression. The 
weakness of the exam paper is that the reading is limited to multiple-choice questions. 
The real testing of students’ abilities to apply the language is to internally convert the 
content and express the meaning in their own words. So, we do not have the form of 
questions needed for the expression of language, except the writing…but writing is 
also kind of framed by the exam. Therefore, the weakness probably lies in the fact that 
it could not reflect the real language skills and students’ expressions.” 
However, it should be noted that this does not imply that because of the exam, the teaching of 
communication is limited to the lesson at the same time. Therefore, despite the limitation of the 
exam in testing students’ practical skills, it is still possible for the teachers to allocate some 
lesson time to allow students the opportunity to practice communication---providing that they 
have learnt the basics, which are required by the exam. 
Teacher S stated: 
“Because English is the second language, we have to allocate some lesson to let the 
students strengthen the basics, such as the words and phrases. These basic practices 
need consolidation, dictation and translation. It probably needs this premise so that 
during the activities organised by the teacher on the lesson, students could practice 
their communication and the language within the context and it might be more 
effective in this way.”  
Similarly, the limitation to present communicative skills is also a problem in the speaking test.  
Teacher R explained: 
“The speaking test is limited to simply asking the students to repeat the text and there 
is always some technical problem with the machine marking…the development has 
not been satisfactory. Furthermore, the test could not reflect the individual ideas of 
the students, as it is restricted in text-based pronunciation, with no space to present 
real communicative skills. Probably a possible solution would be to develop manual 
marking for the speaking test.” 
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Similarly, one teacher has noted that the assessment in the speaking part cannot truly reflect 
students’ real ability of speaking and there was always something wrong with the grading 
system. Other teachers gave suggestions, such as, “the English speaking test should focus on 
communicative skills, not only reading the texts or reporting” and “the speaking test should 
include face-to-face interaction and the grading system should be improved, it is necessary to 
involve day to day conversation in real life, not just accurate pronunciation”.  
Teacher R stated: 
“The speaking test in China needs to be developed to better evaluate students’ 
communicative skills, it could be a systemic problem with the realistic conditions. It 
would be a good idea to develop picture-based discussion questions in speaking test. 
The speaking test in China aims at examining students’ listening and speaking based 
on their pronunciation and expression of the language, but probably not much in 
applying communication. This could be a result of the realistic problems and the 
conditions of the system, as the technology and the teaching resources is in limited.”  
In comparison, the GCSE Chinese speaking test could better reflect the application of language 
if students are given the opportunity to speak freely and allowed to interact with the examiner 
during the test. The examination is made up of three tasks: role-play, a picture-based task, and a 
conversation, which is conducted in a face-to-face setting between the student and the teacher. 
The exam board has specified the application of language and the practice of communication as, 
“students are assessed on their ability to communicate and interact effectively through 
speaking in Chinese for different purposes and in different settings”. It is also very flexible for 
students allowing students to draw reference to their own life. As for the picture-based task, 
students are normally required to choose the photo depending on what the topic is.. For the 
conversation task, the students can choose one topic for their own so a student can choose the 
topic they are most confident about.  
As previously mentioned, the exam could be weak in testing students’ practical skills of the 
language, especially the as it relates to the multiple-choice questions, which may limit the 
students’ ability to apply the language. Also, it may grade the student with a mark that does not 
truly reflecting the student’s ability. 
Teacher S stated and recommended: 
“The relatively weaker student with a higher does not necessarily reflect his ability 
and language level. After all, this exam has many multiple-choice questions, so there 
is a probability that the got the answer right by guessing…The students should be able 
to apply their accumulated knowledge of English and combine it with their own 
thought to actually practice the language…I think some of these multiple choice 
questions should be converted to this kind of subjective questions, let the students to 
organise their own language and express their opinion towards the question.”  
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Similarly, this suggestion was proposed by the nationally standardized test as discussed in the 
literatures from ACSI as it relates to the objectives of student performance on the specific skills 
assessed: 
“Unit or classroom tests are typically aligned with the textbook and should be revised 
to include items assessing the targeted objectives from the standardized achievement 
test results. This can be done by adding targeted items (as review items) or adapting 
the publisher’s items, for example, delete answer options to change a multiple choice 
item into an open‐ended item requiring more reasoning or explanation from the 
student.”  
It has been asserted that by addressing those targeted items through the analysis of standardized 
tests’ objectives, educators are able to make connections with classroom instructions  and the 
goals measured on standardized achievement tests. This will provide a proactive approach to 
using assessment data to review curriculum and instruction, as well as support students’ 
learning (ACSI, 2018).  
4.4.7 Issue: The frequency of the assessment 
One English teacher identified an issue with the assessment as the frequency in which the test is 
administered. The teacher was of the opinion that students’ academic performances should not 
be judged by a single test and suggested that the testing be more regular, such as the ACT and 
SAT in the United States. It has been further illustrated by Teacher S in the interview that the 
frequency of the assessment as being a one-off exam was one of the contributing factors in 
students’ dissatisfaction with the assessment (the mean ranking of student satisfaction was 3.4). 
Teacher S stated: 
“The students are not quite satisfied with the current form of assessment. I mean 
speaking from the two extremes. Firstly, for the good students, the one-off exam 
actually could not totally reflect their real ability and language level. After all, since 
our Zhongkao, it is only a level assessment, not a testing format. It cannot completely 
reflect a student’s true ability. This is from the perspectives of the good students who 
feel that their abilities could not be better reflected.”    
This is in accordance with the Supportive Classroom Assessment Plan advocated in 
ACSI, which has posited that the assessment for a strong curriculum and instruction program 
cannot depend on the once‐a‐year large-scale achievement test. Instead, it must be 
complemented by a cumulative process, which emphasizes ongoing formative assessment of 
students’ learning throughout the school year (ACSI, 2018). 
Teacher C explained: 
“It might be a possible solution for Zhongkao English to employ the controlled 
assessment in old GCSE Chinese. In control assessment they give you a topic are, and 
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you can study to prepare from the beginning of your teaching. Closer to the exam, the 
students can choose their own topic area and the teacher can give the exam questions. 
The students are allowed for two weeks to prepare it.” 
However, it seems to be a reversed situation for GCSE Chinese in comparison to Zhongkao 
English, as it relates to the reform of the assessment. While Zhongkao English is expected to 
have more frequent assessments, GCSE Chinese as of 2017 abandoned controlled assessment—
there is only one final exam at the end of GCSE Chinese for the language assessment. There 
will also be a new 9 to 1 grading system that will replace A to G grading system. All papers 
will be set and marked by the awarding organization. 
4.5 Reflection 
4.5.1 Questionnaire 
The questions refer to ranking may lead to confusion (e.g. How difficult do you think of each 
part in Chinese language assessment---rank from 1 the most to 4 the least)  
1.Confusing of the ranking (rank each skills independently instead of rank them as a whole) 
2.Confusing of the order (rank 4 as the most difficult instead of least difficult, as some may 
assume automatically that the bigger the number is the more the difficulty is, and neglected 
the annotation) 
In the analysis, for the convenience of the research and for a reasonable result, I had neglect the 
possible inaccuracy of the answer by any misunderstanding of the questions, as they are hard to 
be identified and duly judged, and could make unnecessary difficulty to the analysis 
process….or if some answers looks obviously wrong I will just simply abandon it in order to 
prevent any influence on the ultimate result…..therefore I had carried on the analysis assuming 
that the participants had understood the question correctly…..  
4.5.2 Interview 
Reservation from the teacher: the answers given by the teachers could be reserved, mostly they 
tend to avoid any weakness or bias in their teaching when they were asked about questions 
like,’do you think it is a problem….?’,or ‘do you pay more attention to….?’, they usually 
answers ‘no’. However, in their response to more general questions, the answers sometimes 
implies the fact that they do face certain problems as referred in the questions like the example 
above, although they tend to avoid it when the problems are directly asked to them. Therefore 
probably some techniques would be necessary in asking the questions during the interview, to 
make the interviewee comfortable to explain their situations….  
Students understanding: Students are more straight forward sometimes, they always speaks the 
fact as far as they understand….but sometimes they could give unclear answers which is a little 
bit confusing, they may think something is easy yet they later reveal they are not doing well in 
the exam; and sometimes it need to use some promoting questions to lead them giving the 
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appropriate answers, if you ask them directly the simple question, they may just give vague 
answers or they just don’t quite understand it and says ‘I don’t know’, so sometimes assisting 
questions is needed to better fit into the context and make the original question easier to be 
understood……... 
5. CONCLUSION 
5.1 Summary of the research 
The research was set out to explore and compare the form of assessment for foreign language in 
China and the UK, by looking at Zhongkao English and GCSE Chinese in particular. The 
research sought to answer four questions: 
1)What are the differences and similarities between language assessment in China and 
the UK? 
2)How the teachers and students perceive these different/similar features? 
3)How are these features relate to the educational context in each country? 
4)What development can be made upon the assessment in each country?  
Qualitative methods were employed and the data collection has adopted method of both 
questionnaires and interviews, the participants are selected from teachers and students from 
language classes at secondary level in China and the UK, in order to investigate their 
perceptions and understandings of the form of language assessments. 
In light of the foregoing, it may be argued that educational context does have a significant 
influence on the effectiveness of language assessments to some extent. In China, the large 
student population makes it challenging determine each student’s language levels. Additionally, 
will have teachers have a tremendous workload with regards to creating subjective questions 
relating to the practical skills. Furthermore, from a traditional exam perspective, there is a 
limited amount of time for students to practice their language skills in a classroom setting. To 
this end, the frequency of the assessment also raises some concerns. However, in contrast in the 
United Kingdom, these areas seem to be quite the opposite. The language class is generally 
smaller in size so teachers are able give individual attention and focus on each student. 
Additionally, due to the small group, students have more lesson time to practice their language 
skills.  
Similar to Zhongkao English in China, the United Kingdom faces a challenge with regards to 
language context and text-based focus on reading of the language assessment. Furthermore, in 
the United Kingdom, a reform reverse to the one in China is currently underway with the aim 
of reducing the frequency of the assessment. This can be noted with the introduction of the new 
GCSE in 2017. Therefore, while educational context does influence the effectiveness of the 
language assessment to some extent, this influence may be negatively impacted by making 
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adjusting to the assessment, for example, changing the questions to reflect issues experienced 
by the students. 
Moreover, for the language assessment to be more effective, a certain degree of balance should 
be maintained. That is, the language assessment should not be too practical or too text-based. It 
should also allow students more than one attempt at the examination as recommended by both 
students and teachers of GCSE Chinese and Zhongkao English. Therefore, any improvements 
in both systems to achieve the most effective language assessment, would allow both parties to 
learn and benefit from each other. To achieve a successful exam reform, as highlighted by 
Teacher R, there first needs to be curriculum reform. 
5.2 Recommendation: 
Therefore, educational context does have influence on the effectiveness of assessment to some 
extent, but this influence could be diminished by adjusting the assessment and change the 
questions in relations to the issues reflected by the students. As for the problem of assessment 
in China, it could be probably solved by employing more flexibility in the questions, as for 
writing with more real life topics and for reading with more translation and  open short answer 
questions. Also, to prevent the negative risks of one-off exams, it would probably be a solution 
to introduce controlled assessment to Zhongkao English, and give students more chances of 
attempts, which has already been adopted in the new speaking test. 
Furthermore, to make the assessment effective, a certain degree of balancy need to be 
maintained, such that it should not be too practical nor too text-based, it shouldn’t give too 
many attempts for the assessment not only one attempt, as reflected by the contradiction in the 
opposite reform between GCSE Chinese and Zhongkao A-level. 
For both system to be developed, they should benefit much to learn from each other and make 
it most effective for their language assessment, and to achieve a successful exam reform, as its 
importance was stressed by Teacher R, ‘The exam is the baton, and the teaching centres on 
exams...It is important to change the curriculum reform to exam reform….’. 
In addition, the educational context in China is in disadvantage as the mass population has led 
to large class and high teacher-student ratio. As the teaching size and student population has 
been identified as an issue for the effectiveness of assessment by both English teacher in China 
[Teacher S] and GCSE Chinese teacher [Teacher C]. This could probably be solved by 
enhancing teacher training to provide more high-quality teachers, so that more teachers could 
be assigned to teach the students therefore lower the teacher-student ratio. However, this 
problem has led to another consequence of the promotion and overflow of after-school 
language classes or namely the cram schools, as they provide small-sized classes and low 
teacher-student ratio, allow students to have better opportunity to practice the language outside 
the school. While it does give a possible alternative solution to develop students’ performance 
in language assessment, the development and its sustainability of these language clubs is yet in 
doubt, as concerns being raised about whether they could be well-regulated and duly supervised, 
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to avoid/filter any non-standard language learning agencies and any negative influence on the 
ordinary language lessons in schools, such as distracting students from their normal school 
lessons. 
5.3 Research Limitations 
The following research limitations were encountered during this study. Firstly, when comparing 
Chinese GCSE with English Zhongkao, it should be noted the different statuses of both in their 
respective countries. The English exam is a compulsory test component that students need to 
pass in Zhongkao, whereas Chinese is one of the many foreign languages to choose from at the 
GCSE level. Although the Chinese language has been fast developing in the last decade and has 
become a formal foreign language course in secondary schools, it is still not of an equivalent 
status to the compulsory nature of English in Zhongkao. GCSE language is only an optional 
course for GCSE students to choose due to the fact that the government made a disastrous 
decision to drop languages as a compulsory subject at the GCSE level (Osborne, 2017). 
Secondly, another limitations of this may be due the different language background of the 
students taking the assessment. For English Zhongkao, the language should be considered a 
completely foreign language to all the students, while for Chinese GCSE, the students had a 
variety of language backgrounds (e.g., some spoke Mandarin and some spoke Chinese at home). 
This may be regarded as part of the educational context but it should be noted that the Chinese 
GCSE and English Zhongkao are aimed at students with different language backgrounds. 
Therefore, any analysis of the effectiveness of the assessment itself should eliminate the 
potential influence of this issue. 
Thirdly, another key limitation of this research may be attributed to the data sampling and data 
collection procedures. The sample size was quite small (n = 16 GCSE students; n = 10 
Zhongkao English teachers; and n = 3 interviewees). This may have limited the scale of 
investigation. Furthermore, the study participants are limited geographically, as the GCSE 
Chinese students and teachers are all from Sheffield, a modern industrial city in which Chinese 
culture has developed increasingly within the last decade. Alternatively, the participants for 
Zhongkao English are all from Sanfan Middle School in Beijing, which is a top-level school in 
Beijing, the capital of China. Therefore, it is understandable that the quality of teaching and 
assessment may not represent the overall situation in the country as a whole, as the situation 
could be quite different in other cities. Thus, it may be difficult to generalize the findings of this 
study beyond the selected sample population. 
Finally, the data may not be valid or reliable if study participants failed to answer the questions 
with candour. Students may respond based on their own biases as this study sought to collect 
qualitative data. For instance, students’ personal feelings may have led to the inaccuracy of the 
results—a student who said that they spoke little Chinese at home may talk to their parents in 
Chinese every day at dinner, while the other student who says he spoke Chinese quite often 
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outside school, may only talk in Chinese on the phone every weekend to his grandparents. The 
researcher would not have been knowledge of these occurrences if they did happen.  
5.4 Further evaluation: 
In addition, writing assessment texts and marking criterias in GCSE Chinese and Zhongkao 
English are analysed and compared to identify the differences between the specification of the 
two exam systems, which further reflected the ideology of the educational system in the two 
countries….  
By comparing the marking criteria of the writing assessment in Zhongkao English [Beijing 
West District 2017 Year 9 Unified Test] and GCSE Chinese [Edexcel 2017 Higher Tier Paper 4] 
specifically, a number of differences and similarities are identified, which demonstrate a 
contrast between the focus of testing, and reflect the educational idea and teaching goal of the 
two system. 
In common, both marking criteria stress key points such as the relevance to the task, good use 
of vocabulary, accuracy of language and clear expression. However, the GCSE criteria looks 
more complicated with more detailed requirement specified, whereas the Zhongkao is more like 
an outline of the standard. The GCSE also emphasis on having convincing personal opinions in 
the composition, which is absent in the Zhongkao requirement, this is an evidence of the 
educational ideology in the UK, to develop independent ideas and critical thinking, a further 
sign is the use of creative and uncommon languages specified in the criteria, encouraged for a 
higher level of writing work. 
In general, the GCSE specification makes a better clarification of the marking points, and 
highlights a use of effective and strong language, while Zhongkao demands more about the 
‘correctness’ of language. After all, as a common feature of language assessment, both GCSE 
and Zhongkao need to be developed on the content of assessment to make it closer to students’ 
life and more fit into the context. 
For a further analysis to compare Zhongkao English and GCSE Chinese with an insight, some 
developments have been identified from the assessments in a 8-year period from 2010 to 2018, 
with both changed and unchanged features, through knowledge from resources, conversation 
with teachers and personal experience. 
In Zhongkao English, compare to 2010, the practice on writing has been developed, based on 
the situation in Sanfan Middle School. Teachers tend to use more guidance and reference 
materials and students are given writing notebooks with teachers’ comment on each piece of 
writing, as Teacher R asserted ’Writing is tend to encourage the students to develop more 
personal ideas…...writing has been strengthened, and the teaching has improved emphasis on 
the logic in writing, interpretive handouts…’, those handouts include samples and analysis of 
writing structures, etc. Students are given more practices to improve their level of writing. 
Writing questions are modified to be more related to real life, and with some practical 
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application, e.g. invitation, meeting with foreigner. On the other hand, while more emphasis has 
been put on writing, the weight on grammar has been reduced:  
‘Grammar has been lessened for the weight from 2015, there were questions like fill 
in the blank following the sentence pattern, which required the students to remember 
the sentence pattern by heart, but these questions is no longer adopted in the exam 
paper since 2016….’[Teacher R] 
Also, the newly introduced Listening and speaking test has been very significant, as it takes 40 
marks out of 100 for the whole exam, it makes a relatively high proportion of value, and, ‘the 
speaking test has been introduced with two chances of attempts, which has enhanced the 
application of the language and improve the flexibility.’ [Teacher R] 
On the other hand, some part of Zhongkao English stays unchanged from 2010 to 2018. 
Reading, for one, remains the focus of the exam, as asserted by Teacher R, ‘Reading, on the 
other hand, is still the focus, and the main point is the acquirement of information.’ While the 
same feature of reading has also been emphasised by Teacher S, it has also been commented 
that the basic question formats of the exam stay the same as well. 
For GCSE Chinese, the situation has been different. The most notable change would be the 
introduction of new GCSE as referred earlier, while the old GCSE is consisted of controlled 
assessment and allowed multiple attempts, the new GCSE has removed these. It has also been a 
good comparison as the new GCSE is changing towards more like Zhongkao with the one-off 
exam, while the Chinese teachers suggest it would be better to give students more chances 
rather than just one big exams because it could not reflect the true ability of some high-level 
students. 
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Appendix C: Sample Questionnaire (Zhongkao teacher) 
 
 
